
Chapter 2 

Wolf, Man, and Wolf-Man 

In the works of Marie de France, philosophy and poetry touch and diverge. 

Marie's prologue to her Fables (ca. n9o) praises the example of"li philosophe," 

wise teachers who write to instruct; she defends her fables on the ground that 

"n'i ad fable de folie I U il nen ait philosophie I Es essamples ki sunt apres, 

I U des cuntes est tut li fes" ("there is no fable so foolish that does not offer 

'philosophy' in the apologues that follow, where all the weight of the story 

lies"). 1 Marie's fable de folie refers to the imagined narrative of talking beasts, 

and her term philosophie characterizes the admonitory lesson that follows the 

imagined narrative. Her distinction between foolish fable and wise philosophy 
turns on the moment when the animal characters evanesce into a lesson on 

human conduct. At that moment, the Aesopic beast fable asserts that it was 

never about beasts at all. 2 The beasts of fable do not even rise to the status of 

allegorical or metaphorical figures for humans, as Jill Mann explains; instead, 

the beasts offer a particular instance of anthropomorphic behavior that sup­

ports a general observation on the ways of humankind.3 Retrospectively, the 

fable's narrative appears fanciful, amusing, but also foolish, insubstantial, just 

a lure for catching attention. The fable's very structure performs a disappearing 

::t with ~imals. 
Maries contrast between fable de folie and philosophie adumbrates Jacques 

Derrida's distinction between poesie and philosophie in a work perhaps more 

influe~tial t~an any ~ther for critical animal studies: "Thinking concerning r the animal, If there IS such a thing, derives from poetry. There you have a 
thesis: it is what philosophy has, essentially, had to deprive itself of."4 Derrida's 

philosophie encompasses long traditions of rational analysis stretching from 

antiquity through the twentieth century, and his poesie turns out to encom­

pass imaginative writing of many kinds ranging from the Book of Genesis to 

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland. He expands on his conception of poesie in 
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a further essay by associating poetry's teaching with hearts, not minds. "You 

will have had to disable memory, disarm culture, know how to forget knowl­

edge" in order to read poetry, and instead to embrace "the dream of learning 
by heart . ... I call a poem that very thing that teaches the heart, invents the 

heart, that which, finally, the word heart seems to mean."5 This case for po­

etry's nonrational, affective teaching urges that there could be a way to see the 

.foolish lntle narratives ofAesopiC fable as separately and differently sigmtymg 

components, not just as illustrations for the apologues' teaching. 
The be t f · n medieval Europe were not so much a genre 

s 'an open field of opportunity," wri Edward Wheatley.6 Still bearing traces 

of their Classic Istory as a rhetorical strategy of persuasive speaking, Marie's 

fables are recast to illustrate feudal vices and virtues such as treason, honor, 

and felony. The fables' address to a courtly audience, most overtly in Marie's 

dedication to a Count William, connects the Fables to a contemporaneous 

collection of courtly lays. Marie de France, as we call her from the epilogue to 

the Fables, may well be the same Marie who dedicated her Lais (ca. II?O) to 

a "noble king," Henry II of England or possibly his son Henry Plantagenet, 

who was called the Young King from II73 onward? Whether or not they share 

the same author, the Fables and Lais address the same or very similar Anglo­

French aristocratic circles of the later twelfth century. Despite their overlap­

ping audiences, Marie's fable of a priest and a wolf and Marie's lay about a 

werewolf offer two distinct versions of "beast" and "human," each version 

moving outside philosophical discourse while remaining in dialogue with it. 

The Trouble with Fable 

From an animal studies perspective, the trouble with fable is above al~ the 

form invites little thought on creatures o-ther th;n h~~~. Persistently under 

~onstruction in medieval as well as post-medieval thought, the human is, as 

Diana Fuss wryly observes, "one of our most elastic fictions." 8 The philosophie 
of fables is a baby-steps version of high medieval philosophy's ongoing project 

of delineating the human. In the fables' move from narrative to apologue, the 

beasts of narrative are useful in that they illuminate human wa s, but they'~ 
of no interest beyond that usefu nes§..:..The apologues insist "Thus it is with 

many people," "This is what great lords do," "It is like this at the royal court," 

"In this story of a fish we are taught about a wicked man .... "9 Analogously, 
on a different level of sophistication and articulation, in the high philosophy 
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') 

o Augustine of Hippo t animals other than human are of interest when 

the e p to e ne humanity's special difference and closeness to God. "It is 

not so very absurd to think of animals as enjoying nourishment and all the 
bodily pleasures. J;;low~ver, esey a hoing beisg possessed of reason can use. 
~ ... Everything which is made is made for man's use, because reason, 

which is given to man, uses all things by judging all things." 10 Biblical com­

mentaries such as Ambrose of Milan's Hexameron expound at great length how 

the created world centers around God's plan for humankind." 
In the work of church fathers as well as in the apologues of fable, the infe­

riority of animals to human purposes is more accurately an assumption than a 

topic of analysis. Reviewing the works of Augustine, Gillian Clark points out 

that "he never (and this in itself is important) engaged in sustained theologi­

cal argument about the nature of animals and their relationship to God and 

to humans. He made assertions about animals, sometimes when expound­

ing a text of scripture, often in the context of argument or exegesis on quite 

different questions." 12 Yet, however peripheral these assertions about animals 

may appear, they consistently sustain philosophy's project of delineating the 

human, as Karl Steel and others have shown. 13 On its much diminished scale, 

the Aesopic tradition deploys animals to teach so exclusively about human so-

~~sand polities that it seems inappropriate to interrogate the proud rooster, 

-die cruel wolf, and the innocent lamb for any comment on animals other than 

 human. 
 \0 Fortunately, from an animal studies perspective, the trouble with fable 

is double. Fable presses its beasts into human shapes, but it also troubles the 

 beasts' relation to the apologue, deflecting attention from the human and back 

 toward the pleasure of imagining proximity to other animals. These less overt 

operations of fable arise as their narratives exceed their apologues, in excesses 

that Marie calls folie and that I have associated with Derrida's characterization 

of poesie. Even a compact exemplar, Marie's Fable 81, sometimes titled "The 

Priest and the Wolf," can hint at the arbitrariness inherent in juxtaposing a 

fanciful narrative and a proverbial apologue: 

Un prestre volst jadis aprendre 

a un lu lettres fere entendre. 
"A," dist li prestre, "a," dist li lus, 

que mut ert fel e enginnus: 
"B," dist le prestre, "di od mei!" 
"B," dist li lus, "[e] jo l'otrei." 

"C," dist le prestre, "di avant!" 

"C," dist li lus, "a i dune itant?" 

Respunt le prestre: "Ore di par tei!" 

Li lus li dist: "Jeo ne sai quei." 

"Di que te semble, si espel!" 

Respunt li lus, il dit: ''Aignel!" 

Le prestre dit que verite tuche: 

tel en pense, tel en la buche. 

Le plus [de ceus] dit hum suvent: 

eel dunt il pensent durement, 

e par lur buche est cuneii, 

ainceis que seit d'autre sceii; 

la buche mustre le penser, 

tut deive ele de el parler. (Fables, 81) 14 
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Once a priest wanted to teach a wolf how to understand letters. "A," said 

the priest; ''A," said the wolf, who was very cruel and deceptive. "B," said 

the priest, "say it along with me." "B," said the wolf, "I agree to it." "C," 

said the priest, "go ahead and say it." "C," said the wolf, "are there so 

many of them?" Replied the priest, "Now say it on your own!" The wolf 

replied, "I don't know what it is." "Say what looks right to you, spell 

it out!" The wolf answers and says to him, "Lamb!" The priest says he 

spoke truly: As in the mind, so in the mouth. 

Most often people speak thus: whatever they are thinking about 

is made known by their mouth before anyone else has heard about it. 

The mouth reveals the thought even when it should speak of something 

different. 

he closing lines recruit the little narrative to illustrate a general observation, 

asting the observation as proverbial wisdom and inscribing the observation 

ven within the narrative when the priest voices the proverb himself-"As 

 the mind, so in the mouth." Yet the apologue is far from self-evident; 

ther versions of the fable draw other conclusions. When Pope Urban II cites] 
he story, the wolf who cries "lamb" does not evoke people who speak their 

inds too readily; instead he represents those clergymen who care more about 

orldly than about spiritual things.'5 In Urban's and Marie's conclusions, the 

olf rather than the priest is the target of cri~ a third instantiation 
f this fablt(-;;;;~)m Parma's twelfth-century cathedraf,)he priest is an ass. 
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olding the staff of pedagogy between his front hooves, this teacher looks 

aive or stupid to have taken a wolf for a student (Figure 3). The fable now 

lustrates neither the nsks of mdiscretion nor the attraction of world! oods 

ut t e folly of attempting to educate the wicked-or perhaps the folly of edu­

ation itself. 16 None of these conclusions about the narrative is untenable, and 

one of them accounts entirely for the narrative. As Frank Kermode remarks, 

iverse interpretations of a single parable are "actualizations of its hermeneu­

ic potential, which, though never fully available, is inexhaustible." 17 Parable 

nd fable alike offer narratives that, by the very nature of narrative, brim with 

nterpretive possibilities. The encounter of priest and wolf fits but also exceeds 

ach of its potential apologues, inviting an endless stream of them. 
Once the bond between fable de folie and philosophie is loosened, once the 

ssignment of the philosophie is exposed as a formal exercise visited on narratives 

hat are always in excess of that exercise, the fables' folie is free to yield mean­

ngs that are less (or more) than rational. These implicit poetic meanings arise 

rom the pleasure of incongruity. Before philosophie turns everyone human, 

The Priest and the Wolf" imagines a wolf attempting to read. Not a "novice" 

r a "princeling" but a "wolf." What a folly! In this through-the-looking-glass 

Figure 3· The Wolf at School. Duomo, Parma, Italy. Scala/Ministero peri Beni e le 

Attivita culturali/Art Resource, New York. 
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world, the priest's plan to teach a wolf may be extravagant, but his desire for 
the encounter and the spectacle of a rapacious carnivore reciting the alphabet 

could make any scholar smile. The wolf's animality is intensified by contrast 

with his human teacher, so pedagogic, so Christian. Philosophie may gloss the 

wolf as a man, but initial! "wolf" and "priest" invoke two different species 

with absurdly mismatched riorities. 18 The a e s next mcongrmty con ses 

t e representation of species by mixing anthropomorphism with its inversion, 

. zoomorphism-the attribution of animal qualities to humans. The wolf's an­

thropomorphic speaking and reading facilitate the encounter, but the beast 

who is in some sense a student is simultaneously a student who is in so sense 

a beast. A, B, and C are c enging enough ("are there so many of them?"), 

Out the priest's next instruction, "di que te semble, si espel!" ("say what it looks 

like, spell/sound it out!") whiplashes the poor student from rote learning to 

something like pho11ics. 19 Who cannot identify with this brain-freezing mo-

ment w t ought ~t e a new step. o phism can generate A· 
its own e ortauons an reproac es, ut e ore t e moralizing kicks in, as the 

scene of instruction unfolds, the wolf's clueless insouciance depressurizes the 

educational process. The impossibly high standards for the "human" relax for 

a moment. What a pleasure to experience the wolfish scholar in this scene, to 

~.so little for teaching, to think on lambs instead of letters. 20 This (VI 

ective experience constitutes the poesie of fable, the expression .e/ 
uman proximity to other animals-before the fable delivers its negative 

comment on that proximity, Marie's "think before you speak" or Urban's "care 

for the spirit, not for the world." 

"The Priest and the Wolf" heightens its species incongruities by evoking 

them in the context of an exclusively human accomplishment, the acquisi­

tion of letters. For high philosophy, !!j1.dma.rr differentiation between huma~J , 
and animal is that animals' knowled e is inborn, not learned (see Chapter 3). 

Eessons on amm Intransigence abound in medieval fable collections: never 

try to get away from your nature, nature is stronger than nurture, you cannot 

escape your nature. 21 Yet the fables also abound in schemes for change, acts 

of bravado, and clever reversals of fortune that run counter to their dosing 

assertions that nature is unchanging. The fox harassing an eagle, the mouse 

mobilizing many mice to save a lion, the rooster tricking a fox, and the wolf 

at school variously resist the apologue's philosophie on the stability of nature.22 
/ 

These innovative schemes often fail, crossed by counter-schemes or doomed Jl.r 
by their outsized ambition, ~ut the potential for change is persistent a!J.d 

n~ persistently thwarted. The fox rescues his cub from the eagle, the mouse 
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counteracts weakness with numbers, the rooster saves his life by leara.iag the 

fox's trick, and even the priest has an ~utside chance at reforming the wolf -by teaching him letters. The wolf begins his lessons "cruel and deceptive" but 

forgets himself sufficiently that his "mouth reveals the thought." What is that 

thought? Christian education commingled reciting the ABCs with learning to 

make the sign of the cross and speak a first prayer, "Christ's cross me speed."23 

In this context, could the wolf's uncensored answer "Lamb!" evoke the sac­

rificial symbol of the Christian faith? Less optimistically, perhaps the wolf 

answers with a transgressive lupine version of Christianity: yum, pass me that 

sacrificial lamb! 
When taken sequentially and rationally, the fables' philosophie damps 

down the sparks spinning off their foolish narratives. The f?hle forra. emrld 

even be indicted for exploiting the pleasures of intimacy with animals in ordeE_ 

~o jnsisr on the difference of the human When taken nonsequentially as a po­

etry of affect and imagination, the fables contradict their reductive apologues 

in their topsy turvy narratives. IdentifYing what the fable "teaches by heart" 

involves reading them against the grain, however, so that fable can easily seem 

inhospitable to animal studies. In contrast, Marie's Lay of Bisclavret invites 

reflection on the animal continuum, deploying a carefully specified metamor­

phosis to consider how one creature might become another while still retain­

ing some relation to his other states of being. 

Animal Philosophy 

Much of the scholarly work on medieval poetry, like much philosophical work, 

has been organized around a basic distinction between humans and all other 

animals. This distinction or boundary has served medieval studies well: schol­

ars have demonstrated how thoroughly it has structured cultures from late 

classical times onward, and they have traced moments when the boundary is 

enforced, crossed, or reasserted. Medieval poetry, however, sometimes unfolds 

a contrasting conception that humans and other animals occupy together a 

field of resonances, equivalences, and differences-and not differences that 

precipitate into a sharply delineated binary. In Marie's Lay oJBisclavret, shared 

qualities of body, mind, and ethical capacity converge in a wolf-man who is 

neither outlaw nor monster. His strange virtue flourishes in the climate of 

w~d adventure peculiar to Marie's lays, a sp:~0l~ation that can 
o without the clarifYing dichotomy between man and wolf. 
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This bisclavret's proliferating interpenetrations are at odds with authori­

tative strains of medieval philosophical thought. As in Marie's fables, in Ma­

rie's lays philosophical and poetic thought are not isolated from one another; 

on the contrary, they express different emphases and commitments within a 

shared literary culture. Genre is one point of entry into the contrast between 

poetry and philosoph~: Breton la and romance offer climates or envirori=' 

ments w ere abits of mind can flouris m the anal ic a its b 
of min t at flourish best in philosophical genres such as the summa and the 

§§heal commeQJary. These latter genres interpret the first two chapters of the 

Book of Genesis as establishing a hierarchy in which human difference from 

other creatures is constitutive and highly valued, and human relation to other 

creatures is delimited and denigrated.24 The double nature assigned to humans, 

eternal but also fleshly, takes on a didactic role: we should turn away from our 

animal desires toward heavenly goals; even our bodily posture admonishes us 

to raise our thoughts from earthly to eternal life. As the twelfth-century En­

glish bestiaries take the topos from Isidore of Seville, "the human stands erect 

and looks toward heaven so as to seek God, rather than look at the earth, as 

do the beasts that nature has made bent over and attentive to their bellies."25 

Patristic exegesis focuses especially on Genesis 1:26: "And [God] said: Let us 

make man to our image and likeness; and let him have dominion over the 

fishes of the sea, and the fowls of the air, and the beasts, and the whole earth, 

and every creeping creature that moveth upon the earth."26 Commenting on 

the conjunction in this verse of "image and likeness" in the first half with "let 

him have dominion" in the second half, Augustine concludes that we are to 

understand that Adam is like God in the same way as he is unlike animals: 

"man was made to the image of God in that part of his nature wherein he sur­

passes the brute beasts. This is, of course, his reason or mind or intelligence, 

or whatever we wish to call it."27 Augustine's interpretation has correllatives 

in Classical philosophy as well: most of the late Neoplatonists endorsed Pia: 

to's and Aristotle's view that nonhuffian animals were aloga zoa, living beings 

without logos. rendered jo I aria as mf.i(} .IZRt:ompassing the capacity for ratio-

nal thought, thought's expression in language, and knowledge of God, logos 
or ratio is the human faculty that all other creatures lack.28 Closer to Marie's 

milieus, the English bestiaries recount that in Genesis 2:20 Adam named the 

animals "calling each by a name that corresponded to its place in the natural 
order."29 Adam's meaningful names demonstrate his likeness to God. 

Not only in Classical philosophy and medieval theology but in the post­
medieval humanist traditions as well, positing a profound distinction between 
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humans and other animals has united philosophers who are often adversaries 

in other respects. Rene Descartes stands apart from medieval and early mod­

ern tradition in many ways, yet he sides with Thomas Aquinas in comparing 

the unreasoning animals to mechanisms such as clocks. 30 Moving to some 

degree against the humanist hierarchization of creatures, Martin Heidegger 
nonetheless continues to define animal me tcy~~i~fe-;i~~teri~--
on a single scale of plenitude and lack: animals are poo m wor , sunk 

in being without the capacity to affect their environ~nt, wher~ humans 

"have world" by that very measure: they are "world-forming."31 From an ethi­

cal standpoint, Immanuel Kant specifies that humans can only have direct 

oral duties to other humans. Dog on the one hand and God on the other 

~ outside the uniquely human terrain of rational embodiment, and therefore 

 outside the possibility of ethical relationship. In an unfounded epicycle to his 
argument, Kant asserts that animals should be well treated in spite of their 

exclusion from the ethical sphere because maltreating them might harden us 

against our fellow humans.32 However these rationalist philosophers may dif­

fer in other respects, they are united by their commitment to a "human" radi­

cally superior to other creatures. 
At certain moments in rationalist philosophies, human supremacy ex­

tends beyond possessing the logos that other creatures lack to rendering lack 

in the animal body as well. To exemplifY a being "with neither ethics nor 

logos," Emmanuel Levinas recalls a dog named Bobby who, for a few short 

weeks, changed the dehumanizing conditions of a Nazi internment camp by 

greeting the prisoners daily, "jumping up and down and barking in delight."33 

As one of these prisoners who were to their guards no more than a "gang of 

apes," Levinas recalls Bobby's behavior in moving detail, but he refuses to 

grant Bobby ethical status because dogs are "without the brain needed to uni­

versalize maxims": a dog could express some canine equivalent of "I love you," 

but he could never formulate his commitment in universal terms-"love thy 

neighbor."34 Since for Levinas, following Kant, it is only in relation to such 

universals that the other gains a "face" and solicits ethical treatment, a dog 

has no face: we can look at Bobby but we can have no ethical relationship to 

him. Asked in a later interview about animal faces, Levinas tentatively con­

ceded to certaip.~e-second;lry to that of humanity: "The human 

face i p ;tely ~and only aft~~ards do we discover the face of an 

ani al. I don't know if a snake has a face. I an't answer that question. A more 
specific ana ee e . et egger similarly asserts that animals have no 

hands: even the apes, he argues, do not think and therefore do not produce 
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culture. "Only a being who can speak, that is, think, can have hands and can 

be handy in achieving works ofhandicraft."36 I'm fascinated by these images in 

_which a mental lack ascribed to animals (no maxim making, no culture mak­

ing) is figured as a physical lack (no face, no hand). Heidegger and Levinas 

·mean their locutions simply as memorable hguresfor the animal's intangible 

mental lack, but when they render the intangible lack as a physical difference, 

they contradict the very opposition they have posited between the physicality 

other animals share with humans and the culture-making mentality that sets 

humans apart and above. If what distinguishes us is our minds, it seems exces­

sive, perhaps anxiously so, to present our mental superiority in terms of the 

physical: we have the face and hand they lack. From a medieval perspective, 

the animal's missing face and hand recall judiCial mutilation: the mark of an 
1 

invisible failure or crime transferred to the body and posted visibly there. I 

will return to Levinas's and Heidegger's physical figurations of animal lack at 

the moment in Bisclavret when the werewolf tears the nose off his wife's face. 

The intense scrutiny that rationalist hiloso hies have received within 

anim studies subtends my very condensed summary. 37 Condensation can 

e~phasize how broadly credible a decisive cut between "the human" and "the 

animal" has been across many centuries and schools of thought. As in the 

work of Augustine, the reductiveness results from philosophers' disconcern 

with the binary's second term; they are clearing a space for close focus on "the 

human." A landmark critique with influences spreading throughout scholar­

ship on animals came with Derrida's ten hours oflectures at Cerisy, published 

piece by piece after 1997 and finally in book form as I 'animal que done je suis 
(2006).38 The French title plays on the best known assertion of rationalist 

philosophy, the Cartesian maxim "je pense done je suis" ("I think therefore I 

am"), which is homonymic with "I think therefore I follow." Inserting "ani­

mal" into the maxim displaces what it is to be human from rational animal to 

rational animal: "the (human) animal that therefore I am." Just as in everyday 

parlance, however, the "animal" of this title can encompass the human or 

exclude it. In the latter mode, "the (nonhuman) animal that therefore I fol­

low" revises the Cartesian maxim's exclusive focus on the human to implicate 

all beings in the situation of human being. This "being" of the title's "I am'' is 

shot through with its homonymic "I follow," opening the "I" to temporality 

as well as contingency on other animals. "I am following" myself and other 

animals together, Derrida asserts, unsettling both selfhood and animality by 
overlaying them on one another and also by emphasizing their shared subjec­
tion to time: "I follow" brings temporality into the transhistorical stasis of "I 
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am." In their subjection to time, living creatures acquire a historical dimen­

sion that opens them to relationship, change, and mortality. In brief, Derrida's 

title prepared for a deconstruction of the human/animal binary of the kind he 

had been practicing all through his career on philosophical distinctions whose 

false clarity, he argued, hindered rather than advanced philosophical discovery. 

Following out the implications in his title, Derrida traces several inter­

locking problems with the traditional animal/human binary. Three of these 

have special relevance for reading Marie's Lay of Bisclavret. First, the tradi­

tional conflation of other-than-human animals into a single category is ob­

viously distorted: humankind is not symmetrical with an oppositional term 

encompassing aardvarks, amoebas, and apes. Once the category "animal" is 

seen to be plural, its relations to the human redistribute in a superbly com­

plex design. Not incompatibly with Derrida's philosophical argument, post­

Darwinian science has transformed ou~der~~!lding of how mind--:rnaDo
interrelatffi. within and acrossspecies. The discovery of similarities is, of 

course, compatible with recognizin differen 1 erence woul 
' p us ete que les betes," more asinine than any beast. 39 

His project consists "certainly not in effacing the limit, but in multiplying 

its figures, in complicating, thickening, delinearizing, folding, and dividing 

the line precisely by making it increase and multiply."40 This multiplication 

of difference generates a second critique of the radical cut between .. b!lman .,.--, ~

and animal: it appears that logos is proper to the human,)mt one of Derrida's 

0orep-ro}eci:sil:as-beento show that language arid m~;~ing are not under the 

~~1~~~! speak~ Language-passes ·mroiCgn"liS;1t is not an mborn tratt of ·

our species; it 1s a tee no logy we learn awkwardly to adopt. Functions of logos 
that once appeared unique to humanity, such as signification, response, and 

deception, move and morph around in the heterogeneous expressions of the 

living. Deconstruction replaces the concept of the sign with that of the trace, 

always mobile, repeatable, erasing itself, belonging to no speaker. The trace, 

in referring to tracks as well as remainders, has resonance for Derrida with 

nonhuman modes of signification.41 And in a third critique, reconceiving the 

binary as a single field of interrelations entails reconceiving the ethical aspects 

of relationship.42 When animals graduate from irrelevance to the status of 

beings in relation to which the human recognizes itself, animals come inside 

the circle of ethical consideration, alongside those other others, strangers and 

slaves and Samaritans, who have preoccupied Christianity and humanism for 

so many centuries. 
When Derrida turns to "poetry," he takes his first example from the 
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opening chapters of the Book of Genesis, providing for my purposes a tran­

sition back to Bisclavret, in which these opening chapters of Genesis are an 

obscure point of reference. Derrida reads the creation story to pivot not 

around the moment in the Priestly text when God creates male and female 

in his "image and likeness," but instead around the moment in the older 

Judean text when God watches Adam, newly created from slime, naming 

each animal: 

And the Lord God said: It is not good for man to be alone; let us 

make him a help like unto himself. 
And the Lord God having formed out of the ground all the beasts 

of the earth, and all the fowls of the air, brought them to Adam to see 

what he would call them: for whatsoever Adam called any living creature 

the same is its name. 

And Adam called all the beasts by their names, and all the fowls of 

the air, and all the cattle of the field: but for Adam there was not found 

a helper like himself. 43 + 1       
  

    
. ..Pa1'fistic commentaries on Genesis find Adam's radical difference from animals  
consolidated here as he takes dominion over them. by speaki~~

-,--- - ---~-----~---------w~---··~•·--·-·--~--"" 

In Derridas rearung, the scene is instead a challenge to conventional exegesis. 

Adam's first act of logos recognizes differences among animals, and his first self­

definition takes place in relation to these animals as he looks among them for a 

"help like unto himself." The animals are Adam's first experience of the Other; 

Eve will be the second: ~ames her "woman" in a similar act oftemgoition 

~fltiatio!1:_1f~hom is Adam speaking as he names animals? In 

the Vulgate Bible God is watching "to see what he would call th~

10a as for the medieval illammators of th h a · ' ts scene, tne 

well, expressing their obedience in attentive gazes and postures. Figure 4, from 

 

a bestiary manuscript that dates from the decades in which Marie was writing, 

resembles numerous further depictions of the scene.46 The animals' sesponsive,  

submissive gaze complements God's overseeing gaze; all acknowledge Adam's 

naming. Part of the pressure Derrida puts on Adam's logos emerges here: the  
animals' gaze amounts to a "power of manifestation'' or "language of mute

traces" that brings them into relationship with AdamY This trace of mean-

ing in their gaze has ethical implications. Derrida's recurring assertion "les 

animaux me regardent" means both "animals look at me" and "animals are my
concern, animals have to do with me." In the double meaning of "se regarder," 
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Figure 4· Adam names the animals in the second-family bestiary. © The British Li­

brary Board. London, British Library, MS Add. n283, folio nv. 

to look at and to be of concern, Derrida begins his reply to Levinas on whether 

animals can solicit humans into an ethical relationship.48 

Derrida's critique of the longstanding rationalist distinction between 

human and animal can help us see how Marie's Lay of Bisclavret goes about 

interrogating distinction. Extensive scholarly work has investigated the many 

social, sexual, and political issues this lay engages: its juxtaposition of marital 

and feudal loyalties, its delineation of sovereignty and baronial rights. These 

discussions tend to understand the werewolf as a loss or a failure of the knight's 

identity. If the powerful tradition of the human/animal dichotomy can be 

pushed aside just enough to appreciate Marie's revisionist poetics of animality, 

the lay reveals in place o tcno·tomy a fascip~ting array of cont~ 
and these contiguities h t ·ust two but three ere~~~_!_~-the biscla_1!!!.}.:..) 

What Is a Bisclavret? 

The Lay of Bisclavret comments first of all on the diversity of pagan, Christian, 
and folk okes in particu­

;;-t;() extremes of the full s ectrum of werewolf accounts. I some of these, 

rmation into a lupine state is an unmitigated disaster, a manifestation 

of the human capacity for sinful and lawless behavior or a total evacuation 

of the human self. In other accounts, the change from human to wolf is a 

slighter affair of body-hopping-changing in outward form only, as if chang­

ing a garment. Early in its narration Bisclavret sets up these contradictory 
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models: the sinful descent from humanity into bestiality on the one hand and, 

on the other, the physical transformation of a man who retains his human 

mind within the beast's body. Given the well-documented influence of Ovid's 

Metamorphoses in other lays attributed to Marie, i ____ ·---:--:, arie would 

have traced these two extremes of transfor ton to Ovid's Lycaon, sow fish 

in his anthropophagy and his horrific host! at becomin a as the 

full expression of his inhuman depravity, and Ovid's Acteon,' so differently 

die hapless victim of an unfortunate circumstance that trapped him in anima!  

form unable to call off his own hounds and huntsmen.50 Whatever Marie's 

fUii frame of reference for composing Biscfavret may have been, her lay only 

begins by representing these two contrasting kinds of metamorphosis. As the 

lay proceeds, her werewolf turns out not to be predicated on dichotomy, nor  

is his story designed to contrast bestial and human behaviors. 

In the Lay of Bisclavret, a good an~s hap­

pily with his loving wife. Scholars n~ awhiff of eden before the ~ 
the knight's harmonious relation with his lora; ..... su:n·setnur''-f:Bmlavrei,~9), 
and in the couple's mutual love-soon to be betrayed by the wife, as Eve 

betrayed Adam with her blandishments. The wife questions why the knight 

vanishes from home for three days each week. Insisting he should trust her, 

the wife eventually persuades him to reveal that he leaves his clothes outside a 

ruined chapel and becomes a werewolf Frightened and repulsed, the wife tells 

a neighboring knight to take the clothes from their hiding place so that her 

husband will not be able to return from his next transformation. She marries 

this neighbor knight after her husband has been missing for a certain time. A 

year later, the king's hunters and dogs nearly kill the werewolf, but he kisses 

the mounted king's foot and leg to convey that he is humble and docile. The 

king keeps the werewolf at court until one day the wife's new husband pays 

the king a visit. The werewolf bites the new husband of his traitorous wife, 

and later bites off the wife's nose. Recognizing that the werewolf must have 

reason to attack this couple, the king has the wife interrogated and she reveals 

the whole adventure. The werewolf ignores his recovered clothing until given 

the privacy of the king's bedchamber; then he reclothes himself and becomes 

a man again. The wife and second husband are exiled, and many of the wife's 

female descendants are born without noses. 

Marie uses two terms for "werewolf" as she titles the lay, Norman French 

garvalf and Breton bisclavret. Settling after ten lines on the Breton term for 

the remainder of the lay, she emphasizes her act of translation and the exotic 

material she is bringing into French and into the court of King Henry. 51 Her 
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two terms can also suggest, as do the alternate titles proffered for Chaitivel and 

Eliduc, that the lay contains more than one interpretation of the werewolf. 

Marie indeed uses the terms garvalf and bisclavret quite differently, and their 

etymologies can reinforce her rejection of the French term in favor of the 

Breton. Garvalfis cognate with English werewolf and francique *wari-wulf, 
a combination of the nouns man and wolfinto man-wolf or in English more 

colloquially wolf-man.52 The garvalf, a double entity flilll'ing back and forth 

between its manifestations,-i;!he frame of reference against which the term 

bisclavret will emerge: -- ~~ 
Jadis le poeit hum o'ir 

E sovent suleit avenir, 

Hume plusur garval devindrent 

E es boscages meisun tindrent. 

Garvalf, ceo est beste salvage; 

Tant cum il est en cele rage 
Hummes devure, grant mal fait, 

Es granz forez converse e vait. 

Cest afere les ore ester: 
Del bisclavret vus voil cunter. (Bisclavret, 5-14) 

Long ago one could hear and often it came to pass that men became 

garvals and dwelt in the woods. A garvalfis a savage beast; in his rage 

he devours men and does much harm; he lives and wanders in great 

forests. Now I am putting that subject aside: I want to tell you about the 

bisclavret. 

The men who became garvals, whatever they may have been like while they 

were men, were the worst of beasts while transformed, just as natural wolves 

were thought to be the worst of beasts in medieval Europe, the most violent 

and anthropophagous, the most evil-intentioned.53 Marie follows this char­

'actenzanon of the garvalf w1th a heav1ly marked transition: "now I am put­

ting that subject aside: I want to tell you about the bisclavret." Why would 

speaking about the bisclavret be distinct from speaking about garvals? In the 

elliptical mode characteristic of her lays, Marie's transition suggests that the 

bisclavret is an entity worth close attention, but not one that will be easy 

to grasp. Linguists have pars~d.Mar-i6·Btet~ ieritl-·im:(lavret as "speaking 

wolf," "rational wolf,c:n[(less grandly) "wolf in p~~Contention still 

~----~ ~~ ···-----·-··"'. ···-·- ···--- ---·-··--- ........... ·-·------·-
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urrounds the Breton etymology, but if these proposals have some accuracy, 

hey are true to the lay's representation of a creature that does not simply 

oppose man and wolf, bu~ is rather more like an enhanced, unprecedented 

!YQ!L 
A characteristic feature of lay and romance sustains the bisclavret's elu­

iveness: these genres tend to test their knights in magical or wondrous ad­

ventures. This knight's transformation into a werewolf is an unexplained, 

unmotivated marvel with important measuring and testin functions for the 

knight's merit, including t e testing o his moral worth:_§ervase of Tilbury's 

Otia Imperialia (ca. 1210), a vast collection of marvels dedicated to a grand-   
son of England's Henry II, defines marvels: "We call those things marvels 

1 

which are beyond our comprehension, even though they are natural: in fact . 
the inability to explain why a thing is so constitutes a marvel."55 Among Ger-

vase's marvels of nature are several werewolf anecdotes. Marie too asserts the 

palpable reality of her wonders: "l' aventure k' avez ole I Veraie fu, n' en dutez 

mie" ("the adventure you have just heard truly happened, do not doubt it": 

Bisclavret, 314-15). Her truth claim fulfills her definition of the Breton lay as a 

commemoration of past events. 56 At the same time, in the courtly mode of ad­

venture, the marvels of Marie's Lais challenge noble personages to distinguish 

themselves from the ordinary. 57 The king in Bisclavret feels great fear on first 

encountering the werewolf but comes to value him highly. "He considered the 

beast a great marvel and held him very dear" ("A grant merveille 1' ot tenu I E 

mut le tient a grant chierte": Bisclavret, 168-69). The betraying wife, in an in­

dicting contrast, "heard this marvel and turned scarlet from fear; she was terri­

fied of the whole adventure" ("o'i cele merveille, I De poiir fu tute vermeille; I 
De l'aventure s'esfrea": Bisclavret, 97-99). She compounds her dishonesty and 

disloyalty by rejecting the wondrous adventure of marriage to a werewolf. 58 

More on her plight later. 
The werewolf, then, is the kni ht's challen e to a e must enga e 

a · m that wa like the unmanned ship in 

Marie's Lay of Guigemar or the bronze horse in Chaucer's quires a e. us mg 

the concept of adventure to the limit, the knight of Bisclavret does not merely 

enter the wilderness to encounter the unknown, he merges with the unknown 

in becoming animal. verbs· for this metamorphosis a~ 
and "devenir," to become: "she lost him for three days each wee ; IS people 

often lost him"; "the knight who has been lost for a long time" on the one hand, 
and on the other "I become a werewolf"; "she told him what her husband 

became"; "we shall see if he becomes a man again."59 In the interplay of losing 
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and becoming, the l9ight faces a uniquely organic challengeftle must face the 

unknown by becoming~different from himself without losing himself. 
Becoming is not yet being: the bisclavret is a creature in motion. All the 

plot of Bisclavret begins to unfold, the werewolf at first appears to keep his 

human and animal qualities neatly distinct. He is a much loved and respected 

man, yet he tells his wife that as a werewolf he goes into the "great forest" and 

"lives on prey and plunder" ("e rant forest me met ... S'i vif de preie e 

de ravine": Bisclavret, 64, 6), recallin definitional garvalf who "devours 

men and does much harm; he ives and wanders in great forests" ("Hummes 

devure, grant mal fait, I Es granz forez converse e vait": Bisclavret, II-12). The 

knight identifies his clothing as the means of his transformation--he leaves 

his clothes hidden in a rock and dresses again to return home--implying 

that his transformation is a departure from whatever clothes signify: human 

modesty, social insertion, moral standards. This garvalf-like flipping from re­

spected knight to inhuman ravager soon gives way to the opposite version of 

a werewolf in Marie's milieux, a version just as bifurcated as the garvalf. On 

 the king's hunt we see a creature that appears to be entirely human within and 
'/,., bestial without.60 What both these models share is a certain clarity that soon 

 evanesces in more fascinating directions. The rapacious garvalf of the lay'§ 
 introduction s !its man from wolf temporally, like Jekyll and Hyde: the two 

s ates succeed one another. On the king's unt, t e werewolf appears instead 

to be split within himself between human mind and ani bod --a human 

-~ithout language, or a wolf with a human mind. The lay's audience may per­

ceive him in the former mode, knowing he was earlier a man, and the king 

perceives him in the latter mode: 

"Seignurs," fet il, "avant venez! 

Ceste merveille esgardez, 

Cum ceste beste s'humilie! 

Ele ad sen d'hume, merci erie. 

Chaciez mei tuz ces chiens ariere, }.~ }<~"'- .{!; 

~ez que hum ne Ia fiere! / ~ 
Ceste teste ad entente e sen.~isclavret, 151-57) -
"Lords," he said, "come here! Look at this marvel, how this beast is 
humbling himselfl He has the mind of a man, he cries for mercy. Call 

off those hounds for me, and let no man strike him! This beast has un­

derstanding and sense." 
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he king finds the "mind of a man" in the beast when the beast makes gestures 

f submission, kissing the mounted king's leg and foot to ask for protection 

"quere merci": Bisclavret, 146). The king's perception fits the orthodox view 

hat language, a deployment of signs that carry meaning by convention, is ex­

lusive to humanity. In the king's terms of perception, the man trapped inside 

he wolf is fortunate to live in what Jacques Le Goff has termed "a culture of 

estJJre" that is, of ceremonial and ritual expression in which kis~es, clasped 

ands, prostration, and even standing and sitting can convey meaning as ef­

ectively as words. 61 

The narrative, however, sets in motion a series of e around 

oth t e werewolf's way of life and the king's perception of his mind. This 

erewolf confesses no anthropophagy to his wife, nor is his living "on prey 

nd plunder" distinctively animal: the king's hunting party parallels that way 

f life in graphic detail. The werewolf is nearly torn to bits by the king's 

untsmen and hunting dogs. Hunting in the woods for prey is a doubled . 

ite of animal-human contact. Werewolves hunt for prey and so do hunting 1 
arties: "both the huntsmen and the dogs chased him all day, until they were ' 
ust about to take him and tear him apart." ("A lui cururent tute jur I E li 

hien e li veneiir, I Tant que pur poi ne 1' eurent pris I E tut decire e maumis": 

isclavret, 141-44). Is the implication that the partnership of man and dog iU., 

unting is not so very different from the co-presence of man and wolf hunt:.J 

ng together in the werewolf? At the least, the werewolf's forest encounter 

ith huntsmen and dogs bent together on killing their prey makes his own 

unting unexceptional.   .--

In the king's assessment, the werewolf's sign-making"'Cbtifu only spring 

rom a man's mind deploying the logos that beasts lack. The king is in good 

ompany: Derrida notes that "logocentrism is first of all a thesis regarding 

he animal, the animal deprived of the logos, deprived of the can-have-the-
ogos: this is the thesis, position, or presupposition maintained from Aristotle 

o Heidegger, from Descartes to Kant, Levinas, and Lacan."62 To the king it 

eems the werewolf has Adam's mind if not, for the moment, Adam's tongue. 

he werewolf's mute plea for mercy, however, has two equally plausible ana­

ogues. Surrounded as he is by hunting dogs, the cross-species template for his 

olfish kisses might resonate as strongly with the animal as with the human. -

hat is, it seems as plausible that one of the king's dogs might lick his foot 

s that one of his huntsmen might kiss it. To the extent that the werewolf's 

estures recall a dog's, they are not evidently due to the "mind of a man."63 1he 
ay's narration is in the mode of wonder and marvel, and in just that mode 
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some kind of nonhuman logos emerges as a possibility. "It would not be a mat­

ter of 'giving speech back' to animals," Derrida hazards, "but perhaps of ac­

ceding to a thinking, however fabulous and chimerical it might be, that thinks 

the absence of the name and of the word otherwise, and as something other 

than a privation."64 A beast's resourcefulness could give rise to the bisclavret's 

eloquent foot-kissing as plausibly as could the "mind of a man." 
The lay's central term bisclavret is similarly indeterminate, designating 

both the quadripedal and the bipedal knight. To his wife, the knight confesses, 

"Lady, I become a bisclavret .... If I were to lose my clothes ... I'd stay a 

bisclavret forever" ("Dame, jeo devienc bisclavret .... si jes [ = mes dras] eiisse 

perduz ... bisclavret sereie a tuz jurs": Bisclavret, 63, 73, 75). The same Breton 

word also designates the knight when he is in human form. The two uses, as 

common noun for the wolfish creature and proper noun for the human crea­

ture, alternate throughout the lay. "Li bisclavret" is chased through the woods, 

"li bisclavret" follows the king home, "li bisclavret" attacks the new husband 

(Bisclavret, 138, 162, 197). Threaded through these events, "so Bisclavret was 

betrayed, ruined by his own wife," until a year later "Bisclavret saw her com­

ing" and attacked her; then the wife confesses that "she was quite convinced 

that the beast was Bisclavret" (Bisclavret, 125, 231, 273-74). In the last of these 

lines it is especially clear that the common and proper noun designate both of 

the knight's manifestations. "Bisclavret" is both an individual's proper nam!:. 

and the generalized noun for ~omething like a species. The two designations 

interrupt one another rather dian ordertng thtmscLes itt-a temporal sequence. 

They are equivalent representations of the creature. One might rationalize that 

the knight's own name conjured his capacity to transform, or conversely tha,t 

his capacity has generated his name despite the secrecy of his transformations, 

but the lay endorses neither sequence. In my discussion below I have found 

it difficult to avoid using "the bisclavret" for his wolfish form and "Bisclavret" 

for his human form-to do otherwise seems willfully confusing-and yet it 

would be more accurate to the lay's insistence on their inseparability to use "li 

bisclavret" for the whole tangled phenomenon. 

The Bisclavret's Domestication 

by responding to the bisclavret's wordless supplication: 

"I will give my peace to t beast and hunt no more today'' ("A la beste durrai 

rna pes, erai hui mes": Bisclavret, 159-60). This new relation­

ship between th bisclavret and the king partly reconstructs a relationship that 

preceded Biscla ret's wife's betrayal. As the lay opens, Bisclavret 

'tt  
   

Beaus chevaliers e bons esteit 

E noblement se cunteneit. 

De sun seinur esteit privez 

E de tuz ses veisins amez. (Bisclavret, 17-20) 
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was a good and handsome knight who conducted himself nobly. He was 

an intimate of his lord and was loved by all his neighbors. 

The later relationship of bisclavret and king replays this earlier relationship 

with a strange distortion. On the one hand, the bisclavret is treated like an 

animal: the king instructs his courtiers that no one may strike him and that he 

must be fed and watered well (Bisclavret, 170-75). The king makes no further 

effort to hear from that "mind of a man" he perceived on his hunt. On the 

other hand, the relationship is suffused with affections and virtues reminiscent 

of Bisclavret's earlier intimacy with his lord and his neighbors. The bisclavret 

sleeps near the king, he clearly loves the king ("bien s'aparceit que ill'amout": 

Bisclavret, 184), and he conducts himself impeccably: "never did he wish to do 

any wrong" ("unques ne volt a rien mesfeire": Bisclavret, 180). The king and 

his household hold the bisclavret dear ("chier," "a grant chierte") because he is 

so "francs e deboneire," terms appropriate to nobility with meanings ranging 

around generosity, gentility, openness, and kindness (Bisclavret, 169, 178-79). 

The conflicting aspects of the bisclavret's life in court, still fed and watered and 

subject to discipline like an animal but also loved and well-behaved, -~ 

@ce a third species into the commingled presence of wolf ang.Jn4.ghr in 1;Re 
_bisclavret. The werewolf story is becoming also a dog story. 

Specifically, when the bisclavret attacks the betraying wife with his aveng­

ing bite, the plot re lassical and medieval anecdotes of avenging dogs 

such as th og of Anti ch w e widely circulated story appears in Am-
brose of Mila entary on Genesis, Gerald of Wales's Journey 
Through Wales, and many English bestiaries.65 1his dog reveals the solution to 

a crime that only he has witnessed. His master having been murdered by a 

treacherous servant, the dog stands watch by the corpse as a crowd of onlook­

ers gathers-including the murderer, who is passing himself off as an innocent 

bystander. Quoting again from a twelfth-century English bestiary manuscript, 

when the dog saw the murderer in the crowd, he 

took up the arms of revenge ... and seized [the murderer] alone among 

all the others and did not let him go. Then [the murderer] was thrown 
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into confusion, because he could by no objection escape such plain 

proof of his deed ... and he could no longer deny the crime. And what 

was harder, he suffered punishment ("ultionem perpessus est") because 

he could not present a defense for himself.66 

The parallels to the Lay of Bisclavret are several: Bisclavret has lost his human 

form (not his life altogether) through betrayal by a trusted intimate, and only 

he can reveal who the traitor is. His generally good behavior leads the onlook­

ers to understand that there is a reason for his attack, and further interroga­

tion-possibly interrogation under torture in the bestiary as well as in the 

lay-confirms the accusationY As the werewolf's attack borrows from a dog's 

targeted revenge, th~ lay complicates the king's hypothesis that the were~olf 

has the "mind of a man" ("sen d.:hume": Bisclavret, 154). Ambrose observes and 

the bestiaries repeat that "dogs have often been the means of convicting people 

accused of homicide by showing clear evidence of the crime committed. Reli­

ance is made in many cases on their mute testimony."68 

_. Thus the lay's moral concerns come to resolution in a doubly cross-species 

context. The first of these arises from a fundamental difference between the 

Dog of Antioch story and the Lay ofBisclavret: the biscl~~~)~-~t-tb!?§!!!!J~.!~?1te • -.~•·••"" ·•' •• •• .~.v 

the doglike. avenger and the human victim of betrayal. A man has vanished 
through hi~·;if~'s-·treachery, and only the mute testimony of a beast can reveal 

the crime. The bisclavret is master and dog of Antioch in one. Building a dog 

story into her werewolf story, Marie unclarifies whether the bisclavret's bites 

express human logos or rather the storied loyalty of dogs. Or both? And sec­

ond, the bisclavret is wolf and dog in one-a redoubled conflation of beings. 

Wolf-into-dog stages another morally charged story within the bisclavret: 

the story of wolf becoming dog. By far the most thorough domestication in 

human history, Canis lupus lupus becoming Canis lupus fomiliaris is a wonder 

of nature even from a sober biological perspective: the universally feared, man­

killing, herd-raiding predator becomes the most war.!Jll)<, trusted d-efe~

herds and men against wolves and other danger~e lay has already-~-~i~~;. / 
\!fmatiz~a·-this profound change when the king's hunting dogs nearly kill J 

at..app.~ars tQ.b!;;JLW_Ql£."'_. _ _s-

Both dog stories embedded in Bisclavret-the loyal avenging dog and the 

trustworthy dog descended from the predatory wolf-might seem to accrue 
virtue to the complex entity called bisclavret. The moral valence of a transi­

tion from wolf to dog is completely clear, for example, in the Irish hagiogra­
phy of Chapter 1 when saints Fintan, Cainnech, and Finan Cam command 
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wolves to give up killing cattle and guard cattle instead. These saints invoke 

divine authority to control a wolf as they would control a sinner, making the 

wolf behave "in humility and penance" by taking on the duties of a herding 

dog.69 The reformation of these wolves is limpidly miraculous. In contrast, 

the bisclavret's transformation is an inexplicable wonder, not a miracle.7° It 
might be tempting, as the bisclavret shifts from wolflike to doglike, to under-

stand his third aspect to be saintlike. By analogy with so many saintly wolf 

wranglers, the knight's success in his adventure would then be in triumphing 

over his wolfishness in order to deserve his return to human form. The lay, 

however, does not endorse a reassurin moral superiority of man to beast. In  
the lay's closing evocations of Genesis, the bisclavret s s arne w en he returns 

to human form marks him, and his bite marks his wife, as two fallen creatures. 

Whose Vengeance, Whose Shame? 

s to be purely bestial when 

lie--rtrrearens the tnsclavret with a suck m ~r to control him: "He would 

have done great damage if the king had not called him off, and threatened 

him with a stick'' ("Ja li eiist mut grant leid fait, I Ne fust li reis ki l'apela, I 
D'une verge le manaya'': Bisclavret, 200-202). But the king's wise advisor and 

the household concur that the bites are meaningful and motivated-without 

concurring that therefore the bisclavret must be a man. Of the attack on the 

7 o.._        

Ceo client tuit par Ia meisun 

K'il nel fet mie sanz reisun: 

Mesfait li ad, coment que seit, 

Kar volentiers se vengereit. (Bisclavret, 207-10) 

everyone all through the household said that he [the bisclavret] would 

not have done this without a reason. He [the new husband] had done 

him a wrong, whatever it was, such that he [the bisclavret] would want 

to avenge himself. 

Everyone agrees that "se venger," to revenge oneself, explains the bisclavret's 

bites. Like the crowd of onlookers in Antioch, the king's household interprets 
the bites in the context of the bisclavret's behavior as a whole: says the king's 
advisor, all of us know this beast very well and never before has he acted 
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feloniously ("felunie ne mustra": Bisclavret, 246). Similarly violent and simi­

larly meaningful is the bisclavret's attack on his wife: 

Vers li curut cum enragiez. 

Oiez cum il est bien vengiez: 

Le neis li esracha del vis! 

Que li peiist il faire pis? (Bisclavret, 233-36) 

He ran toward her in a rage. Hear how well he avenged himself: he tore 

her nose off her face! What worse thing could he have done to her? 

nose or spits it out, tearing it off with his teeth evokes feedin 

1s horrific recollection of the garvalf's anthropophagy underlies the positive 

reference to a more praiseworthy bite, that of a dog avenging a crime. AB the 

wise man and the king's household concur that the bites respond to a crime 

and provide mute testimony for a judicial investigation, the bisclavret moves 

inside the ethical circle: retributive justice is no longer an exclusively human 

province. 
Scholars have endorsed the bisclavret's vengeance in entirely human 

terms, associating it with the legal disfiguration of adulterers, the castration of 

a would-be castrator, and "the rightful human fury of a husband who has been 

\-v- seriously wronged."71 I ,can agree that the bisclavret's bites take vengeance, but 

 Y" nowhere does the text specify that his vengeance is rightful or virtuous.72 The 
 narration does represent the vengeance as balancing the scales between bus-

  band and wife: the wife's disfiguration brings her and her husband into a new 

.  / kind of parity. Scholars have tended to see this new parity as a final opposition 

~ , between beast and human: the nose bite "marks her as a beast"; she "turns 

f.-  , out to be the real werewolf"; she "has become the sole vicious beast" of the 
 

~ 
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narrative.73 However, to argue that the nose bite bestializes the wife in an evi­

gently negative dehumanizing sense wns counter to the lay's poetic imagining 

otjmimality's dispersed potential for both violence and yirtue. The superbly 
subtle trans-animality of the bisclavret urges a new interpretation of the wife's 

disfigurement. Certainly Levinas and Heidegger, as discussed above, would 
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interpret the nose bite in terms of animal lack: for them, the wife's missing 

nose would express her subhumanity, as do the ape's missing hand and the 

dog's missing face. Given, however, the lay's persistent premise that engaging 
with beasts is far from negative, the nose bite comes into better coherence with 

the lay as a whole if we see it not as a mark ~~ "human 

fack" instead-a mar o sin an t e F . 
 

 
For behold, Bisclavret's avenging "te gets _ _:_~rsement. 

It extends to some of the wife's female descendants. The noseless wife con­

demned to birth noseless daughters replays God's sentence on Eve that she 

and her female descendants will bring forth their children in sorrow, suffer­

ing physically for her sin. This resonance with Genesis does not align the 

bisclavret with God: like the dog of Antioch, the bisclavret is an injured party 

seeking redress, not a divine judge reproaching Adam and Eve for the original 

sin. Instead, sin marks both the bisclavret and his wife-she in the disfiguring 

bite, and he as he returns in shame to human form. The bisclavret's shame 

when presented with his clothing again evokes Genesis, counterbalancing the 

lay's evocation of Eve's sin. The bisclavret's relation to Adam is strengthened 

by Marie's choice, out of all the lore about how men change to werewolves, 

of clothing alone as the necessary mechanism for change. No magic rings, no 

potions or chants or gestures, no hair of wolf, not even the liminal space of 

the deserted chapel is necessary for this werewolf's transformations-only the 
clothing.74 "Sire," the advisor explains to the king, 

"Ne savez mie que ceo munte: 

Mut durement en ad grant hunte! 

En tes chambres le fai mener 

E la despoille od lui porter; 

Une grant piece l'i laissums. 

S'il devient hum, bien le verums." (Bisclavret, 287-92) 

"You don't understand what this means: he is feeling deeply a great 

shame about this. Have him led to your chambers and have the clothing 

taken with him. We'll leave him there for a good while. Then we shall 
see whether he becomes a man." 

Derrida remarks in his revisionary assessment of Genesis that animals are gen­

erally imagined as "being naked without knowing it. Not being naked there­
fore, not having knowledge of their nudity, in short, without consciousness of 
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good and evil."75 Adam and Eve feel shame after they have stolen the knowl­

edge of good and evil which other animals do not share. This shame at their 

sinfulness informs their shame at their nakedness. As the bisclavret's shame 

recalls Adam's, it bends the wife's faultiness toward parity with her husband's. 

In their human condition both of them are fleshly and faulty descendants of 

Adam and Eve. 
Derrida introduces animals into the dynamic of knowledge and shame 

by rupturing the chronology of Genesis to locate the first evocation of shame 

in the scene of Adam naming the animals. Under the eye of the watching 

animals, Derrida imagines, Adam or any son of Adam might see that he is "in 

truth naked, in front of the insistent gaze of the animal, a benevolent or piti-

less gaze, surprised or cognizant."76 Many of the bestiaries' illustrators similarly 

conflate Adam's naming with postf;ps~ri~~ modescy;"Showu~ghim clothed ~s 
h~ames, J,espite the anachronism of not showing him naked. In the tllu8t;a­

tion of Adam's naming from MS Additional 11283 (Figure 4), the clothed and 

seated Adam is given a status distinct from that of the naked beasts, who do 

not know they are naked, since they never gain knowledge of good and evil. 

This image and many like it in other bestiary manuscripts could illustrate Der­

rida's point that Adam has two differences from animals: his dominion is in 

paradoxical opposition to his sinfulness, so that his mastery is "at one and the 
... --same time unconditional [Godlike] and sacrificial [marked by sin, subject to 

numberless propitiations to God] "77 Reflecting this compromised dominion, 

Adam's clothing presents him as both the perfect man, robed in Godlike dig; 

 nity, and the fallen man, clothed in order to coyer hi ' ' 
 - The bestiary illustration's doubled time, simultaneously before and after 

shame, can illustrate as well the bisclavret's recovery of human form through 

clothing himself. For many readers, he ascends here to the hard-won superior­

ity of human status. I see also a dissonant implication in which the odd spec­

tacle of a werewolf expressing shame when presented with clothing represents 

man's fallen condition-his knowledge of good and evil, his sinfulness. The 

bisclavret inflicts a mark of shame on his wife, but shame also marks him as 

he leaves his animal body to take a man's naked form. Here it is not the other 
animals but their fallen human counterparts who exist i;i;;;k. .... .-
___ 

Moral self-assertion is just one aspect of the adventure of becoming a 

werewolf. The bisclavret's shame is the last in a substantial sequence of equiva­

lences, overlaps, and parallels that commingle animal with human and spe­
cies with species. In the course of Bisclavret's adventure, his body shifts from 

human to lupine, his mind appears human, then canine, his gestures slide 
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from lupine to human to canine. As he hunts, the bisclavret adumbrates in 

one body the hunters and dogs who capture him; as he accuses his wife and 

her husband, he is dog and murdered master in one. His story concerns both 

men changed into wolves and wolves domesticated into dogs; his revenge is 

indistinguishably bestial and chivalric. The wolf's bite, the dog's revenge, and 

the man's shame are bound up in the same-creature. Although hi;·~tory ends -with apparent stasis in manhood, the simultaneity of animal states within the 

bisclavret rejects the familiar orthodoxy that humans have an animal "part" 

or "side" to control. In place of that dichotomy, Bisclavret's adventure offers a 

densely layered creature that resists compartmentalization. Derrida challenges 

philosophers, whose stock in trade is making clear distinctions, to rethink 

what the human-animal boundary "becomes once it is abyssal, once the fron­

tier no longer forms a single indivisible line but more than one internally di­

vided line; once, as a result, it can no longer be traced, objectified, or counted 

as single and indivisible."78 Moving in and out of philosophy's great shadow, 

Marie's fables and lays undertake just such a rethinking. 

Bisclavret and the Bestiaries 

The Lay of Bisclavret draws on a dog story such as the story of the Dog of An­
tioch, which was widely copied in the English bestiary manuscripts. Perhaps 

Bisclavret took inspiration as well from twelfth-century bestiaries' adjoining 

entries on Wolf and Dog, in which the two species are described as intimate 

enemies. In the group of bestiaries to be considered in Chapter 3, "'.oifmiiiNT~ 

dogs are so close as to be capable of mating, producing offspring ailed licisci, 
"born from wolves and dogs when by chance they interbreed."79 Cwse-a.i-.1.~r 

are in their bodily characteristics, Wolf and Dog are enemies through their 

opposite relations to Man. Dogs "stand in defense of their masters to the 

death; they happily run with the master in the hunt; they even guard their 

master's dead body and do not leave it. Finally, it is in the nature of dogs not 

to be able to exist without people."80 Wolves, in contrast, are such implacable 

killers that the mere sight of a wolf takes away one's ability to speak; their 

malevolence makes them most like "the devil, who always looks malignly at 

the human race, and constantly circles the sheepfolds of the Church's faithful 

in order to afflict and destroy their souls."81 The opposed orientations of wolf 

and dog toward man make them implacable adversaries: shepherd dogs "by 

vigilance guard the sheep folds from the attacks of wolves," while the wolf, 

in a deceptive imitation of his enemy, "like a tame dog goes back and forth 
at the sheepfold."82 Here the bestiaries condemn species confusion and value 
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species distinction as they derive an elaborate grammar of being from God's 

creative act. Marie's destabilization of species and her exploration of empow­

ering change contrasts with the bestiaries' project. Still, Marie's work shares 

enough detail with the bestiaries' juxtaposition of wolf, dog, and man that it 

seems possible she consulted a bestiary manuscript. 

In a further resonance with Bisclavret, the bestiaries to be considered in 

Chapter 3 place their wolf and dog entries just before their account of Adam 

naming the animals. The bestiaries' cluster of wolf, dog, and Adam aligns sug­

gestively with the bisclavret's shifting among wolf, dog, and man amid faint 

echoes of Eden before and after the Fall. The lay's interest in naming the were­

wolf (garvalf, the bisclavret, Bisclavret) may have some relation to the bestiaries' 

interest in species names and in the scene of Adam's naming. The bestiaries 

also share the lay's interest in how the human takes shape in relation to other 

creatures: it is often forgotten that the bestiaries' final entry is typically reserved 

for Man. Bisclavrefs poetic adventurousness distinguishes it, however, from the 

commitment to system and stability that characterizes the bestiaries. Bisclavret 
explores cross-species contact as an ineffable mechanism for self-testing and 

self-discovery. The bestiaries instead explore species difference and contact as a 

universal design of wondrous subtlety, a stimulus to reflection and study rather 
than adventure. 

---- ___, 

Chapter 3 

A Bestiary's Taxonomy of Creatures 

There is an animal that in Latin is called the goat (caper), because 

it seeks (captet) harsh places; some call them caprea, from "noisy" 

(crepita). These are the wild caprea that the Greeks call dorcas, be­

cause they have very sharp vision. They live in the high mountains, 

and they know from far off that people are approaching, whether 

they be hunters or travelers. Thus the Lord Jesus Christ loves the 

high mountains, that is, the prophets and apostles, as it is said in the 

Song of Songs, Behold, my kinsman, like a goat, cometh leaping upon 

the mountains, skipping over the hills (Sg 2:8), and like the goat, he 

feeds in the valleys. 

-Second-Family Bestiary, MS Additional 11283 

The Goat, a noisy wild beast that resembles Jesus in its acute sight and its de-

scent from mountains to valleys, introduces the interpretive challenges that cer-

tain books of beasts, called second-family bestiaries, offered their readers and 

listeners. 1 The sources for these bestiaries are disparate, and it can seem that  
no governing principle was shaping the natural lore they drew from Classi-

cal writers, including Aristotle (through intermediaries) on the one hand, and 

on the other, the mystical and didactic readings of nature they adapted from 

Physiologus and Ambrose's Hexameron. A further second-family source, Isidore's 

Etymologies, inspired their organization of entries on more than a hundred ani-

mals into larger groups and subgroups on wild beasts, tamed and unthreatening 

animals, birds, fish, serpents, and humans. The bestiaries' collocations were well 

received. Second-family manuscripts were the most fav~idcly cirew.:. 
lated group of bestiaries, moving over the twelfth and thirteenth centuries out-

W'ard from monastic m~ to sermons for laypeople, educational settings, and 
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nomen ex praesenti institutione, iuxta conditionem naturae cui serviret": Willene B. Clark, 

A Medieval Book of Beasts: 1he Second-Family Bestiary. Commentary, Art, Text and Transla­

tion (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2006), 150. The source is Isidore, Etymologies, livre XII: Des ani­

maux, ed. and trans. Jacques Andre (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1986), 36-39. See Chapter 3, n. 78. 

30. Thomas Aquinas, Summa 1heologiae: Latin Text and English Translation, Introduc­

tion, Notes, Appendices and Glossaries, vol. 17, ed. and trans. Thomas Gilby (Cambridge: 

Blackfriars, 1970), 1a2ae, question 13, article 2 (pp. 128-29): "Et idem apparet in motibus 

horologiorum et omnium ingeniorum humanorum quae arte fiunt .... Et propter hoc 

etiam quaedam animalia dicuntur prudentia vel sagacia, non quod in eis sit aliqua ratio vel 

electio." ("The same appears in the movements of clocks and other works of human art .... 

That is why we call some animals clever or intelligent, not because they are endowed with 

reason or choice.") Descartes's analogous statements are discussed in John Cottingham, 

"'A Brute to the Brutes?': Descartes' Treatment of Animals," Philosophy 53 (1978): 551-59. 

Cottingham counters the accusation that Descartes believed animals felt no pain, but he 

acknowledges that Descartes was consistently a dualist in his thought on animals, reserving 

to humans qualities he termed mens, raison, esprit, dme raisonnable. 
31. Text quoted from an excerpt from Heidegger, 1he Fundamental Concepts of Meta­

physics, reprinted in Atterton and Calarco, Animal Philosophy, 17, accompanying the dis­

cussion by Matthew Calarco, "Heidegger's Zoontology," 18-30. See also Matthew Calarco, 

Zoographies: 1he Question of the Animal from Heidegger to Derrida (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2008), 15-53; Jacques Derrida, "Geschlecht II: Heidegger's Hand," trans. 

John P. Leavey, Jr., in Deconstruction and Philosophy: 1he Texts of jacques Derrida, ed. John 

Sallis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 161-96. Heidegger's "world" signifies 

awareness of other beings and the culture-making capacities that derive from awareness of 

other beings. 
32. On this argument running throughout Kant's works, see John Llewelyn, 1he Middle 

Voice of Ecological Conscience: A Chiasmic Reading of Responsibility in the Neighborhood of 
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Levinas, Heidegger and Others (New York: St. Martin's, 1991), 68-88; and Alexander Broadie 

and Elizabeth M. Pybus, "Kant's Treatment of Animals," Philosophy 49 (1974): 375-83: in 

conforming to "the moral views of ordinary men" (375), Kant's argument that animals 

should be well treated in their own right makes sense despite its irrational departure from 

Kant's principle that only humans can be of moral concern in their own right: "Having cere­

moniously ushered animals our of the front door of the moral universe, Kant has, with com­

mendable discretion, tried to smuggle them in again through the back" (383). The argument 

that cruelty to animals could lead to cruelty to fellow humans is longstanding: James Serpell, 

In the Company of Animals: A Study of Human-Animal Relationships (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1986), 105, notes its presence in works of Aquinas, Hume, and Hogarth. 

33· Emmanuel Levinas, "The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights," in Difficult Free­
dom: Essays on judaism, trans. Sean Hand (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1990 [1963]), 151-53. This essay is discussed by Llewelyn, lhe Middle Voice of Ecological 
Conscience, 49-67; Peter Atterton, "Ethical Cynicism," in Atterton and Calarco, Animal 
'hilosophy, 51-61; and Calarco, Zoographies, 5-77. 

34· Levinas, "Name of a Dog," 153. 

35· Levinas, "Interview," in Atterton and Calarco, Animal Philosophy, 49. 

36. Martin Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? trans. J. Glenn Gray and Fred Wieck 

New York: Harper and Row, 1968 [1954]), 16; Derrida, "Geschlecht II: Heidegger's Hand," 

74: "Nur ein Wesen, das spricht, d.h. denkt, kann die Hand haben und in der Hand­

abung Werke der Hand vollbringen." See also Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites: American Cul­
re, the Discourse of Species, and Posthumanist Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago 

ress, 2003), 62-66. 

37· A further strand of philosophical writing, utilitarianism, begins with Jeremy Ben­

am, moves on to John Stuart Mill, and develops in the rights-based philosophy of Peter 

nger: see Singer and His Critics, ed. Dale Jamieson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999); In Defense 

Animals: 7he Second W'ave, ed. Peter Singer (Oxford: Blackwell, wo6). Utilitarianism as-

us moral weight to animal well-being and calls for standards of treatment that are based 

differing capacities for sentience. This thread of philosophical work is not as resonant 

th medieval thought as are the rationalist philosophies, although Judith Barad attempts 

align the work of Aquinas with contemporary rights-based arguments: "The Ontology of 

imal Rights," in lhe Future of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: Problems, Trends, and 
>portunities for Research, ed. Roger Dahood, Arizona Studies in the Middle Ages and the 
naissance 2 (Turnhour: Brepols, 1998), 29-42. 

38. Derrida, L'animal que done je suis; 7he Animal That Therefore I Am. My discussion 

most entirely confined to the first few pages of the first lecture, in which Derrida com­

nts at length on the creation of Adam and Eve and the naming of the animals (Genesis 
8-25). 

39· Derrida, 1he Animal That Therefore I Am, 30; I 'animal que done je suis, 52. 

40. Ibid., 29; 5J: "Tour ce que je dirai ne consistera surtout pas a effacer Ia limite, mais 

ultiplier ses figures, a compliquer, epaissir, delineariser, plier, diviser Ia ligne justement 
Ia faisant croitre et multiplier." 
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41. Derrida, 7he Anima/That Therefore I Am, 104: "Let me note very quickly in passing, 

concerning intellectual autobiography, that whereas the deconstruction of 'logocentrism' 

had, for necessary reasons, to be developed over the years as deconstruction of 'phallogo­

centrism,' then of 'carnophallogocentrism,' its very first substitution of the concept of trace 

or mark for those of speech, sign, or signifier was destined in advance, and quite deliber­

ately, to cross the frontiers of anthropocentrism, the limits of a language confined to human 

words and discourse. Mark, gramma, trace, and differance refer differentially to all living 

things, all the relations berween living and nonliving"; Derrida, L'animal que done je suis, 

144: "Je note tres vite en passant, au titre de I' autobiographie intellectuelle, que, si Ia decon­

struction du 'logocentrisme' a du, tout necessairement, se deployer a travers les annees en 

deconstruction du 'phallogocentrisme,' puis du 'carnophallogocentrisme,' Ia substitution 

rout initiale du concept de trace ou de marque aux concepts de parole, de signe ou de signi­

fiant etait d'avance destinee, et deliberement, a passer Ia frontiere d'un anthropocentrisme, 

Ia limite d'un langage confine dans le discours et les mots humains. La marque, le gramme, 

Ia trace, Ia differance, concernent differentiellement rous les vivants, tous les rapports du 

vivant au non-vivant." 

42. Derrida, 7he Anima/That Therefore I Am, n-12, 18-29; I 'animal que done je suis, 

28-30, 37-50. 

43· Douay-Rheims translation of the Biblia Sacra Vulgata, Genesis 2:18-20, "[18] Dixit 

quoque Dominus Deus, non est bonum esse hominem solum; faciamus ei adiurorium 

similem sui. [19] Formatis igitur Dominus Deus de humo cunctis animantibus terrae et 

universis volatilibus caeli, adduxit ea ad Adam ut videret quid vocaret ea: omne enim quod 

vocavit Adam animae viventis ipsum est nomen eius. [20] Appellavitque Adam nominibus 

suis cunca animantia et universa vilatilia caeli et omnes bestias terrae; Adam vero non in­

veniebatur adiutor similis eius." 

44· In addition to references cited earlier in this chapter, see John Fyler, Language and 
the Declining World in Chaucer, Dante, and jean de Meun (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer­

sity Press, 2007), 1-17. 

45· Lisa Guenther, "Who Follows Whom? Derrida, Animals and Women," Derrida 

Today 2 (2009): 151-65 points out that in Derrida's lectures on animals Adam, man, and 

humanity tend to be equated, and the interrelation berween human domination of animals 

and male domination of women is elided. 

46. See Chapter 3 on MS Add. 11283 and other second-family bestiaries. 

47· Derrida, 7he Anima/That Therefore I Am, 18; see also 27-33; L'animal que done je 
suis, 37: "pouvoir de manifester," "un langage de traces muettes." 

48. Derrida, I 'animal que done je suis, 21, 28, 58; 7he Animal That Therefore I Am, 6, 

II, 35· On the importance of "se regarder" in the work of Levinas: John Llewelyn, ''Am I 

Obsessed by Bobby? (Humanism of the Other Animal)," in Re-Reading Levinas, ed. Robert 

Bernasconi and Simon Critchley (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 234-45. 

49· These sources commingle and interact. Augustine of Hippo, 7he City of God 
Against the Pagans, ed. and trans. George E. McCracken et a!., 7 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1957-72), 5: 419-28 (book 18, chaps. 16-17), offers a substantial 
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analysis of how Christian belief can be reconciled with werewolf manifestations and other 

instances of shape shifting. On relations among popular and Christian beliefs about were­

wolves, Dennis M. Kratz, "Fictus Lupus: The Werewolf in Christian Thought," Classical 

Folia 30, 1 (1976): 57-79, and Laurence Harf-Lancner, "La Metamorphose illusoire: des 

theories chretiennes de Ia metamorphose aux images medievales du loup-garou," Annates: 

Economies, Societes, Civilisations 40 (1985): 208-26 hold the minority position that ideas of 

the medieval werewolf are all consonant with Christian thought. Caroline Walker Bynum, 

Metamorphosis and Identity (New York: Zone Books, 2001); and Carl Watkins, "'Folklore' 

and 'Popular Religion' in Britain During the Middle Ages," Folklore 115 (2004): 140-50 

argue for more diversity in belief but within a capacious religious framework. Matthieu 

Boyd, "Melion and the Wolves of Ireland," Neophilologus 93 (2009): 555-70, focuses on 

Celtic material; Bernard Merdrignac, "Les loups, saint Guenole et son double," in Religion 

et mentalites au Moyen Age: Melanges en l'honneur d'Herve Martin, ed. Sophie Cassagnes­

Brouquet (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2003), 457-65 discusses a little-known 

account oflrish werewolves in the work of Patrick, Bishop of Dublin (1074-84). For wider 

focus encompassing Classical and Christian influences on twelfth-century werewolf texts, 

see Salvatore Battaglia, "II mito dellicantropo nel 'Bisclavret' di Maria di Francia," Filologia 

romanza 3 (1956): 229-53; Bynum, Metamorphosis and Identity, 77-m; Francis Dubost, As­

pects fantastiques de Ia litterature narrative midievale (XIf'"''-Xlil'"" siecles): L'autre, l'ailleurs, 

!'autrefois, 2 vols. (Geneva: Slatkine, 1991), 1:540-67; Claude Lecouteux, Pies, sorcieres et 

loups-garous au Moyen Age (Paris: Imago, 1992), 121-44; Joyce E. Salisbury, The Beast Within: 

Animals in the Middle Ages (New York: Routledge, 1994), 159-66; and Leslie A. Sconduto, 

Metamorphoses of the Werewolf A Literary Study from Antiquity Through the Renaissance Qef­

ferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2008). Bynum, Metamorphosis and Identity, 95-97, and Scon­

duto, Metamorphoses of the Werewolf, 39-56, provide interpretations of Bisclavret in relation 
to contemporaneous thought on metamorphosis. 

50. Work on Ovid in the Lais includes SunHee Gertz, Echoes and Reflections: Memory 

and Memorials in Ovid and Marie de France, Faux Titre 232 (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2003); and 

Kristine Brightenback, "The Metamorphoses and Narrative Conjointure in 'Deus Amanz,' 

'Yonec,' and 'Le Laiistic,'" Romanic Review 72 (1981): 1-12. The relation of Bisclavret to 

Ovid's myths ofLycaon and Acteon remains to be considered in the scholarship. 

51. Crane, "How to Translate a Werewolf," in The Medieval Translator/Traduire au 

Moyen Age, vol. ro, ed. Jacqueline Jenkins and Olivier Bertrand (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 

365-74; Peggy McCracken, "Translation and Animals in Marie de France's Lais," Australian 
journal of French Studies 46 (2009): 206-18. 

52. Greimas, Dictionnaire de !'ancien franfais, garol, garolf, garwalj(n.m.); Oxford En­

glish Dictionary, ed. J. A. Simpson and E. S.C. Weiner, md ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1968), werewolf, werwolj(n.). Francique designates the germanized idiom of Francs living 
in Gaul. 

53· On the contiguity of lore about wolves and werewolves, see Gael Milin, Les chiem 
de dieu: La representation du loup-garou en Occident (XI'-XX' siecles) (Brest: Centre de Re­

cherche Bretonne et Celtique, 1993); Pluskowski, Wolves and the Wilderness, 172-92. 
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54· These etymologies and others are discussed in Glyn S. Burgess, The Lais of Marie de 

France: Text and Context (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1987), 9; subsequently Hans 

Schwerteck, "Eine neue Etymologie von Bisclavret," Romanische Forschungen 104 (1992): 

160-63, proposed the etymology "falsely made/counterfeited wolf," which also carries the 

idea of a species modification. 

55· Gervase of Tilbury, Otia Imperialia: Recreation for an Emperor, ed. and trans. S.E. 

Banks and J. W Binns (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002), Book 3, Preface (pp. 558-59): 

"Mirabilia vero dicimus que nostre cognicioni non subiacent, etiam cum sunt naturalia; sed 

et mirabilia constituit ignorantia reddende rationis quare sic sit." Gervase collects werewolf 

anecdotes, Book 3, Chapter 120 (pp. 813-15). 

56. Marie, Lais, Prologue, 34-38, and Bisclavret, 317-18: "De Bisclavret fu fez li lais I 
Pur remembrance a tuz dis mais" (the lay concerning Bisclavret was composed as a remem­

brance for all time). 

57· On conjunctions of marvel, adventure, and heroic challenge in lay and romance, 

see Jeanne-Marie Boivin, "Bisclavret et Muldumarec: La part de l'ombre dans les Lais," in 

Amour et merveille dans les Lais de Marie de France, ed. Jean Dufournet (Paris: Champion, 

1995), 147-68; Susan Crane, Gender and Romance in Chaucer's "Canterbury Tales" (Prince­

ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994), 132-64; Douglas Kelly, The Art of Medieval 

French Romance (Madison: University ofWisconsin Press, 1992), 146-262; Phillipe Menard, 

Les Lais de Marie de France: Contes d'amour et d'aventures du Moyen Age, 2nd ed. (Paris: 

Presses Universitaires de France, 1995), 51-99. 
58. The narrative declares twice that she has betrayed her husband: "issi fu Bisclavret 

trahiz"; "coment ele l'aveit trahi" (Bisclavret, 125, 267). Betrayal is a terrible failing in the 

feudal and courtly ideologies that the Lais often sustain, but not all scholars find unam­

biguous fault with the wife for her actions: e.g., Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner, "Of Men and 

Beasts in Bisclavret," Romanic Review 81 (1991): 251-69; H. Marshall Leicester, "The Voice 

of the Hind: The Emergence of Feminine Discontent in the Lais of Marie de France," in 

Reading Medieval Culture: Essays in Honor of Robert W Hanning, ed. Robert M. Stein and 

Sandra Pierson Prior (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 145-49. 

59· "Perdre,'' Bisclavret, 25-27, 127-29, 253-54; "devenir," Bisclavret, 6o, 120-21, 292. 

In a complex assertion about loss, the knight anticipates the loss of his wife's love if she 

learns his secret: "You would stop loving me, and I myself would lose on account of it" ("de 

m'amur vus partirai IE mei melsmes en perdrai,'' Bisclavret, 55-56). He loses her love, and 

he also loses for a time his capacity to "become,'' to move back and forth between states 

and places at liberty. It has been widely noted that Bisclavret continues to be a bisclavret 

at the lay's end. However, the kind of "becoming animal" in Bisclavret does not resemble 

the annihilation of identity envisioned in Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand 

Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1987), 232-309. As many scholars have noted, the plot of Bisclavret culmi­

nates in homosocial stability and feudal coherence. A case for the relevance of A Thousand 

Plateaus to other medieval works is made by Jeffrey J. Cohen, Medieval Identity Machines 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 41-44, 182-84. 
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6o. Here many readers of the lay make a full stop, not moving beyond this representa­

tion of a dichotomy between man and beast: e.g., the bisclavret has the intelligence, mem­

ory, and feelings of a man, Dubost, Aspects fontastiques, 1:564; the knight becomes an animal 

only in appearance while keeping the soul of a man, Carine Bouillot, "Quand l'homme se 

fait animal, deux cas de metamorphose chez Marie de France: Yonec et Bisclavret," in Magie 

et illusion au Moyen Age, Senefiance 42 (Aix-en-Provence: CUERMA, 1999), 69-70; the 

bisclavret's actions are "the effect of his submerged human intellect or human nature, which 

has been forced to reside in the bestial shape," Emanuel Mickel, Jr., Marie de France (New 

York: Twayne, I974), 81. 

61. Jacques Le Goff, La civilisation de !'occident medieval (Paris: Arthaud, I967), 440: 

"La civilisation medievale est une civilisation du geste." Cited by Jean-Claude Schmitt, La 

raison des gestes dans !'Occident medieval (Paris: Gallimard, I990), I4. 

62. Derrida, The Anima/That Therefore I Am, 27; Derrida, L'animal que done je suis, 

48: "le logocentrisme est d'abord une these sur !'animal, sur !'animal prive de logos, prive 

du pouvoir-avoir le logos: these, position ou presupposition qui se maintient d'Aristote a 
Heidegger, de Descartes a Kant, Levinas et Lacan." 

63. As scholars have noted, the king is obtuse at other points in the narrative: he needs 

a wise advisor to suggest that the bisclavret's bites may have a motive and that the bisclavret 

should be left alone to change into human form (Bisclavret, 239-60, 28I-92). 

64. Derrida, The Anima/That Therefore I Am, 48; L'animal que done je suis, 74: "11 ne 

s'agirait pas de 'rendre Ia parole' aux animaux mais peut-etre d'acceder a une pensee, si 

chimerique ou fabuleuse soit-elle, qui pense autrement !'absence du nom ou du mot, et 

autrement que comme une privation." 

65. Ambrose, Hexameron, trans. Savage, 6.4.24 (pp. 242-43); Ambrose, Hexaemeron, 

6.4.24 (col. 25I); Gerald ofWales, The journey Through Wales/The Description ofWales, trans. 

Lewis Thorpe (Harmondsworth: Penguin, I978), 1.7 (pp. I27-28); Gerald ofWales, Giraldi 

Cambrensis opera, Vol. 6, Itinerarium Kambriae et Descriptio Kambriae, ed. James F. Di­

mock, Rerum Britannicarum medii aevi scriptores, vol. 2I (London: Longman, I868), 7o-

7I (book I, chap. 7). Battaglia, "11 mito dellicantropo," 242-48, comments on the relation 

between the Dog of Antioch story and Bisclavret. 

66. W. B. Clark, A Medieval Book of Beasts, chap. 30 (p. I47), translation slightly 

modified: "Tunc canis ... arma ultionis assumpsit ... solum tenuit ex plurimis nee di­

misit. Denique perturbatus ille, quod tam manifestum rei indicium ... crimenque diutius 

nequivit refellere. Itaque quod erat difficilus, ultionem perpessus est, quia defensionem sibi 

praestare non potuit." 

67. Bisclavret's wife is interrogated with torture ("en mut grant destrece mise": 

Bisclavret, 264). In the bestiaries the accused murderer "ultionem perpessus est," which has 

been variously translated as put to torture and put to punishment. Edward M. Peters finds 

both meanings of "ultio" plausible in the bestiary, but he notes that the context supports 

"judicial torture of a kind-since the dog's 'accusatio' is only one indicium, albeit an obvi­

ous and nicely sentimental one" (personal correspondence). 

68. Ambrose, Hexameron, 6.4.23 (p. 242), translation slightly modified; Ambrose, 
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exaemeron, 6-4-23 (col. 25I): "Saepe etiam necis illatae evidentia canes, ad redarguendos 

os indicia prodiderunt; ut muto eorum testimonio plerumque sit creditum." Ambrose's 

ssage carries over to the bestiary's entry on dogs: W. B. Clark, A Medieval Book of Beasts, 

ap. 30 (p. I46). 
69. Vitae sanctorum Hiberniae ex codice olim Salmanticensi nunc Bruxellensi, ed. W.W. 

eist, Subsidia Hagiographica 28 (Brussels: Societe des Bollandistes, I965), Vita S. Finani, 

ap. 32 (p. I59): "cum humilitate et penitentia." Some later insular saints' lives bring mir­

le and natural marvel together in wolf stories. In the early twelfth-century Geoffrey of 

urton, Life and Miracles of St. Modwenna, ed. and trans. Robert Bartlett (Oxford: Claren­

on Press, 2002), 2o-2I, the young saint's first miracle is to convert a wolf from calf killing 

 cattle herding. The wolf's conversion is no small miracle ("non parva miracula"), but 

bsequently and "even more marvelous" ("quod multo mirabilius est"), the wolf produces 

line of offspring that guard the church's flocks to this day "in a radius of three miles 

ound, universally loved and recognizable to all by the fact that they are smaller than usual 

nd have a white mark on their foreheads" ("lupi propagati ex isto usque in presentem 

iem custodiam pecora ecclesie per tria miliaria in circuitu, dilecti ab omnibus, cunctis 

ognoscibiles utpote minores ceteris et albas in frontibus notas habentes"). Signaled with 

 naturalist's precision, the wolf progeny's breeding range, body size, and depigmentation 

haracterize their difference from wolves as a marvel of nature as well as a miracle. As dis­

ussed in Chapter I, depigmentation and smaller body size are virtually universal character­

tics of domestic breeds; for wolves and dogs in particular, see Raymond Coppinger and 

orna Coppinger, Dogs: A New Understanding of Canine Origin, Behavior, and Evolution 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). In another late medieval saint's life, wolves 

uard the herds of St. Luguid/Molua for years beyond his death because he instituted a 

ustom of providing the wolf pack with hospitality once a year, washing their feet and 

ooking a calf for them: Vitae sanctorum Hiberniae partim hactenus ineditae . .. , ed. Charles 

lummer, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, I910), Vita sancti Moluae, chap. 33 (2:2I7-I8). 

his episode does not appear in the eighth-century life of St. Luguid discussed in Chapter I. 

70. According to Gervase of Tilbury, Otia Imperialia, book 3, Preface (pp. 558-59), 

iracles are events "which, being preternatural, we ascribe to divine power" in contrast to 

arvels, which are natural rather than miraculous. 
71. Michelle A. Freeman, "Dual Natures and Subverted Glosses: Marie de France's 

Bisclavret,'" Romance Notes 25 (I984-85): 296. For legal contextualizations see Judith Rice 

othschild, "A Rapprochement Between Bisclavret and Lanval,'' Speculum 48 (I973): 78-88; 

eslie Dunton-Downer, "Wolf Man," in Becoming Male in the Middle Ages, ed. Jeffrey 

erome Cohen and Bonnie Wheeler (New York: Garland, I997), 208-10; for castration, see 

Huchet, "Nom de femme et ecriture feminine au Moyen Age: les Lais de Marie de France," 

Poetique 48 (I98I): 4I3-20. Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, 

rans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, I998), 108, calls 

her punishment "inevitable," perhaps less because it is right than because Agamben identi­

ies the werewolf with the sovereign. Derrida, The Beast and the Sovereign, I:3I3-34, offers an 

extended critique of Agamben's position on bare life and sovereignty. 
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72. Some scholars find justification in the line "Oiez cum il est bien veng1ez 

(Bisclavret, 234), but this line is less accurately "hear how appropriately/correctly/rightly 

he avenged himself" than "hear how thoroughly/fully/entirely he avenged himself" As for 

the lines "Unke mes humme ne tucha I Ne felunie ne mustra, I Fors a Ia dame qu'ici vei" 

(never before has he harmed anyone nor acted feloniously except towards the woman I see 

here, Bisclavret, 245-47), critics who take note of this observation struggle to make the term 

"felunie" apply to the wife or at least not apply to the knight: Rothschild, "A Rapprochement 

between Bisclavret and Lanval," 82-85; Kathryn I. Holten, "Metamorphosis and Language 

in the Lay of Bisclavret," in In Quest of Marie de France, a Twelfth-Century Poet, ed. Chantal 

Marechal (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), 199-200. To be sure, the assertion 

"never before has he acted feloniously" could be read as a suggestion that once the facts 

are in, the apparent felon will prove to have been true to his virtuous nature. Making the 

strongest case that the lay indicts the knight's chivalric violence are David B. Leshock, "The 

Knight of the Werewolf: Bisclavret and the Shape-Shifting Metaphor," Romance Quarterly 

46 (1999): 155-65; and Dunton-Downer, "WolfMan." 

73· Rothschild, ''A Rapprochement between Bisclavret and Lanval," 86; Freeman, "Dual 

Natures and Subverted Glosses," 294; Paul Creamer, "Woman-Hating in Marie de France's 

Bisclavret," Romanic Review 93 (2002): 272. 

74· Alain Labbe, "Le vetement dechire et l'ensauvagement par Ia foret dans quelques 

textes medievaux," in Le nu et le vetu au Moyen Age (Xll'-Xlll' siecles), Senefiance 47 (Aix­

en-Provence: CUERMA, 2001), 203-16; Jose Vincenzo Molle, "La nudite et les habits du 

'garulf' dans Bisclavret (et dans d'autres recits de loups et de louves)," in Le nu et le vetu au 

Moyen Age (XII'-X!II' siecles), Senefiance 47 (Aix-en-Provence: CUERMA, 2001), 255-69. 

75· Derrida, 7he Animal7hat Therefore I Am, 4-5; L'animal que done je suis, 19: "On croit 

generalement ... que le propre des betes ... c'est d'etre nus sans le savoir. Done de ne pas 

etre nus, de ne pas avoir le savoir de leur nudite, Ia conscience du bien et du mal, en somme." 

76. Derrida, 7he Animal 7hat Therefore I Am, 4; L'animal que done je suis, 18: "nu en 

verite, devant le regard insistant de !'animal, un regard bienveillant ou sans pitie, etonne 

ou reconnaissant." Derrida comments at length on the Biblical account and recasts it as a 

domestic scene in his own bathroom, repeated each morning, when his cat looks at him 

naked. This bathroom scene reconfiguring Adam's primal act illustrates Derrida's wider 

project: its inversion of familiar hierarchies, the temporal spacing that enmeshes present 

and past, and the emphasis on response and repetition are consonant with his unsettling of 
human dominion over animals. 

77· Derrida, 7he Animal7hat Therefore I Am, 20; L'animal que done je suis, 40: human 
dominion "a en pro pre d' etre a Ia fois inconditionnelle et sacrificielle" (his italics). 

78. Derrida, 7he Animal 7hat Therefore I Am, 30-31; L'animal que done je suis, 52-53: 

"ce que devient une limite quand elle est abyssale, quand Ia frontiere ne forme pas une seule 

ligne indivisible mais plus d'une ligne en abime; et quand, par consequent, elle ne se laisse 
plus tracer, ni objectiver, ni compter comme une et indivisible." 

79· W. B. Clark, A Medieval Book of Beasts, Chap. 30 (p. 148): "Licisci dicuntur canes, 
quod ex lupis et canibus nascuntur, cum inter se forte miscentur." 
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8o. Ibid., Chap. 28 (p. 145): "pro do minis suisse morti obiciunt; voluntarie ad praedam 

cum domino currunt; corpus domini sui etiam mortuum cusodiunt et non linqunt. Quo­

rum postremo naturae est extra homines esse non posse." 

81. Ibid., Chap. 27 (p. 143): "Lupi figuram Diabolus portat, qui semper humano ge­

neri invidet ac iugiter circuit caulas ecdesiae fidelium, ut mactet et perdat eo rum animas." 

82. Ibid., Chap. 28 (p. 145): "ab infestationibus luporum vigilando greges custodiunt 

ovuum"; Chap. 27 (p. 143): "tamquam canis mansuetus passim ad ovile pergit." 

CHAPTER 3· A BESTIARY's TAXONOMY OF CREATURES 

Epigraph: "Est animal quod Latine dicitur caper, eo quod captet aspera; nonnulli a 

crepita capream vocant. Haec sunt agrestes capreae quas Graeci quod acutissime videant 

dorcas appellaverunt. Morantur in excelsis montibus, et de longinquo venientes cognos­

cunt, si venatores sint aut viatores. Sic Dominus lhesus Christus amat excelsos montes, hoc 

est prophetas et apostolos, sicut in Canticis canticorum dicitur, Ecce fratruelis meus sicut 

caprea venit saliens super montes transiens colles (Sg 2:8), et sicut caprea in convallibus 

pascitur," A Medieval Book of Beasts: 7he Second-Family Bestiary. Commentary, Art, Text and 

Translation, ed. and trans. Willene B. Clark (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2006), 136. Hereafter 

cited as MBB. This edition and translation of London, British Library MS Add. 11283, 

together with extensive introductory material on this and other second-family bestiaries, 

and extensive footnotes on the sources and contents of Add. n283, is a major contribution 

to scholarship on the bestiaries. 
I. The manuscripts in this group differ from exemplar to exemplar, but resemble one 

another sufficiently in their contents, organization, and approach that scholars call them a 

"family," specifically the "second-family" Latin bestiaries, to distinguish them from similar 

works on animals that emerged earlier and later over the twelfth to fourteenth centuries. 

The "families" were outlined by Montague Rhodes James, 7he Bestiary: Being a Reproduc­

tion in Full of the Manuscript li-4-26 in the University Library, Cambridge (Oxford: Roxbur­

ghe Club, 1928) and revised by Florence McCulloch, Mediaeval Latin and French Bestiaries 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, rev. ed. 1962). W. B. Clark provides an 

overview of further scholarship on the genre's history, MBB, 7-50. In recent work, differ­

ences among manuscripts within the "families" are more emphasized than the unity of the 

"families": e.g. Ron Baxter, Bestiaries and their Users in the Middle Ages (Stround, Glouces­

tershire: Sutton, 1998); Xenia Muratova, "Workshop Methods in English Late Twelfth­

Century Illumination and the Production of Luxury Bestiaries," in Beasts and Birds of the 

Middle Ages: 7he Bestiary and Its Legacy, ed. Willene B. Clark and Meradith T. McMunn 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 52-68. An earlier version of this 

chapter appeared as ''A Taxonomy of Creatures in the Second-Family Bestiary," New Medi­

eval Literatures IO (2008): 1-48. 
2. Extended discussions of the bestiaries' audiences are Xenia Muratova, "Bestiaries: 

An Aspect of Medieval Patronage," in Art and Patronage in the English Romanesque, ed. 
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